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The storm blowing in pushed ominous clouds of dust and ash across the sky. From her vantage point high on the mountainside, Namenye of Oak watched as the ghost woods on the western horizon was lost to view through the dirty rain. As the clouds advanced, the storm swallowed the barren hills of the borderland. Then trees along the edge of the healthy forest swayed in the wind, and soon the rain and ash falling from the heavens obscured all trees below Namenye’s position.

It’s been six rings since the volcano erupted, thought Namenye as she watched the storm. Six rings, and still ash fills the west. Even here, the goddess’s rage sweeps in to remind us she’s in control.

Defiantly, Namenye reached below her armor’s metal collar to pull up the cloth face shield that protected the lower part of her face against the dirty storms. After tucking this facial covering behind her ears, she reached back with gloved hands to braid her long, unkempt, reddish-brown hair. That done, she lifted her cloak’s wide hood to cover her head, and she wrapped the cloak around her body to keep the filthy rain off her armor. It had been some time since she’d looked at her appearance in the calm reflection of a forest pool. She suspected she looked as weary and dirty as the thousand other knights patrolling the border. 

No matter, she thought as the pelting rain swept over her lookout on the mountainside. Sometime soon, perhaps we’ll visit a grove where I can rest. But for now, we defend the forest. I have a feeling our enemies will also blow in with this storm.

As the rain and ashy sludge fell, Namenye wrapped her legs around the tree branch she sat upon. Her eyes strained to see the ground far below, and she kept alert, always with her gaze focused to the west. Always, the goddess’s Devout attacked from the west. 
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“I thought I was done with these things!”

Dax scrambled over the dark, cold, gritty terrain and blindly fired his weapon behind him as he tried to get away from dozens of white-boned spindlox demons. He’d been hunting in this wilderness of jagged rocks and decaying trees for hours when suddenly this swarm came skittering over a boulder. The demons’ horrible, spider-crab legs worked furiously to run over the uneven ground, and Dax had no desire to get close enough to see their pincers or stingers.

He ran through the dim moonlight and looked for cover. His options were more boulders—no, thank you, if other spindlox swarms were hiding in their nests—or decayed trees that looked ready to fall over with the slightest breeze. There was no real danger of a breeze, however, since the air had been stagnant since Dax’s arrival to this alt-world five days ago. In the distance, he saw cliffs rising toward the clouded night sky. These cliffs were home to the vampires of this world. Unfortunately, between the cliffs and Dax’s position lay nothing but rocky terrain, dead trees, and patchy stretches of bioluminescent fungus that glowed red whenever disturbed by ranging predators or prey.

This place gives me the creeps. And here I am with no backup! Hell of a time to go on vacation, Piper! 

He jumped over a narrow fissure where the earth had split, charged ahead, and held his gun ready. Over his shoulder, he saw spindlox still on his tail, though the darkness hid how many. The fissure did nothing to stop the demons, and they jumped to the far side before skittering after him. 

Dax turned just in time to see a tree branch solidify from the darkness. 

“Oh, sh—”

His nose slammed into the branch. The wood wasn’t as brittle as he’d hoped, and a burst of pain made him see stars. He fell from the jolt of the hit and landed hard on his side, but he quickly got to his knees. That’s when his mind caught up, and he realized he’d dropped his gun. Holding his bleeding nose, he desperately searched the dark ground.

The shriek of a spindlox demanded his attention, and Dax looked back to see one launch toward him. He moved to dodge, but the spindlox reached him too quickly. 

And that’s when Dax breathed his first sigh of relief in days. 

The spindlox demon bounced off Dax as if hitting an invisible barrier, and it floated in the air, drifting away as gravity pulled it back to the ground with unnatural slowness. The spindlox behind the first one also leapt at Dax, but it also hit an invisible barrier. Spindlox after spindlox tried to attack, but the demons could not fully penetrate the reality of this alt-world—the limbo between their original home and this world trapped them. 

Dax let out a laugh, found his gun, and rose to stand. His side hurt from the fall, and he checked that his nose wasn’t broken. He wiped blood off his face with a gloved hand. 

Well, that was embarrassing. Good thing no one’s here to see me running from a bunch of ghosts. 

‘Ghosts’ was what most alt-worlders called the demons that assassi had tried to bring with them into the alt-worlds. Because the rebels had broken the gods’ normal means of entry into the worlds, the demons couldn’t fully cross through. Some worlds had spindlox ghosts, or chiroptorx ghosts, or felicox ghosts—but the demons weren’t dangerous. They couldn’t cross through into any alt-world’s reality. They were just a little frightening. 

The assassi use their demons to scare off anyone hunting for them, Dax thought as he looked back the way he’d come. I must be getting close. 

In annoyance, Dax kicked the nearest spindlox, and the demon tumbled away as Dax’s boot pushed against its limbo plane of existence. He adjusted his tactical vest, pulling on the shoulder straps to shift the integrated backpack, and started marching back the way he’d come. As he neared the boulders where the spindlox first appeared, he held a gun ready and went wide, watching behind the boulders. A few of his steps touched down where he hadn’t walked the first time, and the bioluminescent fungus glowed bright red with his footfalls. He tried to ignore this disturbing distraction and sniffed the air, using what little werewolf senses his mutt-blood bestowed upon him. Fortunately, it was a full moon here and back home, so his werewolf senses were stronger than usual.

I smell fur. And...sweat. But that’s not animal sweat.

A horrifying growl shook the air. 

Dax froze on a patch of glowing fungus, his weapon ready. 

A male voice, its accent too ancient to name, called from the boulders. “Serve me and live, wolf. Defy me, and I will send you to an underworld where Lycaon will never find you.” 

Dax’s heart beat faster. 

He can sense my werewolf blood. This assassi is still sharp...

Dax scanned the terrain. 

This assassi has drained whatever he can to keep his magic. Every plant is dead. Most animals too. The vampires say he’s become ravenous since they stopped sacrificing to him. I have nothing to fear from his army of demons, but he has other ways to trick me into making a mistake... 

“Come out and show yourself, Supay! Or are you afraid of a mortal, God of the Dead?”

Taunting the arrogant assassi usually worked, and Dax watched as an imposing figure emerged from the boulders’ shadows. As the assassi stepped into the open, the fungus-covered ground lit up in bright red, illuminating the demonic god from below. Before Dax could get a good look, the assassi’s body transformed into that of a monstrous felicox. Dax blinked, at first thinking his eyes and the darkness were playing a trick on him. But then the gigantic feline roared. 

Great. Supay still has enough magic to shapeshift. 

Dax fired two shots, and the giant cat flinched with another low growl. Obviously Dax wasn’t capable of killing this immortal god, but he’d found that gunshots at least slowed them down—most assassi hated wasting magic on such a frivolous thing as healing. Plus, encountering an enemy brave enough to attack usually threw the assassi off whatever game they were playing.

Sure enough, Supay shifted out of felicox form. The red glow from the fungus allowed Dax to see as the assassi became more slender. While Dax watched warily, Supay shifted into the form of a beautiful, naked woman with outstretched, translucent wings.

Piper, Dax realized in surprise. Cat balls, is he inside my mind?

Dax scowled and fired again, not allowing Supay to distract him. The god in Piper’s form stepped back from the force of the shots, and he growled before shifting again. Dax fired, stepped forward, and fired again. He kept shooting and advancing as the god shifted between forms, and the assassi’s ability to shift seemed to slow as he used magic to heal from the gunshots. 

When Dax was close enough, he holstered his gun and reached into his backpack’s special compartment. Finally, he pulled out his secret weapon—a conjuri-spelled bola. Holding the cords by the bound end, he swung the bola over his head so that the weighted, metallic orbs on the ends of the cords whirled through the air. At the exact moment Supay solidified into a new form, Dax launched the bola. The thick cords wrapped around the assassi’s new, muscular form, and the heavy orbs pulled the cords tight in a body-hugging hold before tangling around each other. Immediately, the barrio symbols carved into the metallic orbs sparked to life, and the bola held the assassi locked in its magical grip. The assassi struggled, but he only toppled over and set off a fresh burst of red light from a patch of fungus. 

“Cursed bastard of Lycaon!” Supay shouted in fury from the ground. 

Dax gulped in fear despite himself as he looked down at the god’s natural form. Supay’s head was that of a giant feline with long, spiraling horns that stabbed toward the sky. The rest of his body was muscular and naked except where the fur of a great cat covered his lower half. 

The bola held, and Dax mentally thanked the conjuri yet again for the god-capturing weapon. He kept on alert but stepped over the glowing ground to retrieve his prisoner. Dax grabbed the bola cords wrapped around the god, pulled Supay to his feet, and half-carried, half-marched the bound assassi toward the distant cliffs. 

Supay hissed. “Where do you think you’re taking me? To my blood-eaters? Ha! You think they will help you?”

“Who do you think told me where to find you? Shut up and walk.”

Dax shoved the infuriated assassi ahead of him and trekked over the dark terrain in the direction of the cliffs. All was still. The only sound was their own breathing. Red light bloomed with every step, and Dax knew the vampires would likely see them coming. 

Vamps, he thought with a shiver. These are way freakier than the vamp healers at the Capiti. They’re more like those ancients we discovered back during the war. 

He pushed his prisoner around a jagged rock outcropping.

I guess the state of this world’s vamps is to be expected, considering this asshole drained every resource they had. They were actually pretty brave to stand up to Supay and refuse his demands for sacrifices. Hopefully, they’ll be okay from now on. The beasts lurking in this darkness will replenish their numbers, so the vamps will be able to hunt again. I—

Suddenly, a loud squeal broke the silence, and a beast of some kind sprang out from behind a boulder. Dax yelped and yanked Supay back, but the creature ran in the other direction. In the dim light, Dax saw it was a large bovine creature, its meaty flanks jiggling as it ran away. 

Laughing like a maniac, Supay spun out of Dax’s grip and fell to the ground. He rolled and kicked his furry legs in hysterical convulsions, and his horrible laugh echoed off the nearest cliffs. 

Yep, he’s gone mad like the worst of them. 

“Get up, assassi-hole.” Dax reached down and pulled Supay to his feet again before marching him onward. 

They approached the abruptly steep cliff face, and Dax scanned the dark gray, jagged rocks that rose before them. A few paces to the right, a narrow set of ancient, carved stairs ascended into the cliff. Dax pushed Supay ahead, and they began to climb. Their steps no longer activated fungus, and the enclosed staircase was pitch black, save for the faint glow of the bola’s barrio symbols. Dax was sweating by the time they reached the top of the stairs, and here he saw a large space like a cave, though the rocky ceiling was open with a wide circle letting in moonlight. 

The vamps told our scouts that they used to have a magnificent city built against these cliffs. Those stairs and this cave are all that’s left.

Supay had grown sullen and quiet, so Dax paused to listen for any sign of the vampires. All was still, but he suspected the vampires waited in the darkness around the circular cave. Dax liked the look of the moonlit space in the center of the cave, so he shoved his prisoner in this direction. 

A cloaked vampire stepped out of the darkness into the circle of moonlight. Then another appeared at the edge of the light. And another. And another. Soon, a dozen cloaked figures stood around the circle. Their pale hands and feet caught the faint moonlight, but the hoods of their cloaks covered their faces in shadow. It was possible that the light of their full moon was too strong for them, considering this world existed in eternal night. Under their hoods, the vampires’ red eyes narrowed on the assassi. Their eyes glowed, much like the fungus scattered over their lands.

I think these are the same vamp sires who met Naois and Balor when they came to scout this world. Is that the one Balor let bite him? Or was it that one? Oh, well—they have vampire minds connected by telepathy, so they all saw Balor’s blood memories. They all know about the Sanctuary, the war of the gods, our mission here to capture the assassi... Cat balls, I’m glad Balor’s a vampire himself—it probably wasn’t too weird for him to let these vamps drink from him. Naois is a werewolf, and I bet he wouldn’t have liked it any more than me. 

Suspecting this was a little racist, Dax tried harder to identify the natives before him. He looked from shadowed face to shadowed face.

Which one gave me directions to Supay’s lair? I think that big guy over there. 

Once he was fairly confident, Dax held Supay and recited the standard script for presenting an assassi to alt-world leaders. “This is Supay, God of the Dead, destroyer of worlds, and assassi-deus sent to murder our creator gods’ allies. His time here has ended. The Sanctuary sent us—I mean, me—to bring him to judgment. You’re now free of him.”

Not used to giving this speech without his partner, Dax suspected he didn’t sound as official and confident as Piper usually did. She could still act like a queen when she wanted to; he was just a dumb grunt. 

Supay seemed to know this was not going as he’d expected, and he grew even more sullen, emitting a low growl deep in his throat. 

Dax held him firmly and continued with the usual capturi script. “Magistrati from the Sanctuary will arrive in a few days. They’ll form Sanctuary laws about your world according to your wishes.” He tried to remember what Piper usually said. “Is there anything you’d like me to immediately request, on your behalf?”

The vampires looked at each other, silently communicating through their telepathy. 

This world is pretty damaged. Will they seek refuge in the Sanctuary? Or they could relocate to a different vamp world—most are better off than this one. 

When the vampires spoke, Dax could immediately understand their native language because of magic infused into the conjuri’s reverso spell. No matter what languages natives spoke, people traveling from the Sanctuary could understand and be understood thanks to the lingua franca magic. The conjuri had been quite proud of themselves over the spell’s success. 

Thank Lycaon I never had to learn the vamp language, thought Dax. The guttural accent alone makes my skin crawl.

The vampire directly in front of Dax spoke first. “When your explori first came from the Sanctuary, they explained our options. We’ve had time to consider while you, capturi, hunted Supay.”

The vampire to the left said, “While we are eternally grateful to the Sanctuary for removing this false god from our world, we do not wish to receive any further assistance. We are now free to rebuild our home, and we will proudly undertake that work ourselves, with our own hands.” 

The vampire to the right added, “Our people once had magnificent palaces and cities that glowed under the night sky. Supay destroyed our cities and forced us to build altars from the ruins. On those altars, he killed many of our offspring.”

Dax nodded, remembering what Naois and Balor had reported. 

Supay killed alterni for centuries. Few alterni from this world ever made it to the Sanctuary. For the past twenty generations, none could be summoned at all because the vampires here refused to let Supay  murder any more—they stopped breeding in protest. That was brave, considering Supay took out his anger on the rest of them. There are only five hundred vampires left now. Supay drained all the rest to death for their magic.

“We seek no more assistance from the Sanctuary,” said the first who’d spoke, “but we would welcome any vampires from other worlds who may wish to join us here.” He tilted his head into the moonlight, and his lip rose to expose a long fang as he smiled. “We would certainly welcome any who might help us replenish our race.”

What does that mean? Dax wondered. These vamps don’t have the curse in their blood that turns people once bitten, so what kind of people could repopulate... Oh! I get it. Bring on the ladies!

Dax held in a laugh and bowed his head to the vampires. “I’ll make sure the magistrati extend your invitation.”

The vampires bowed in gratitude. As one, they said in their ancient language, “Telai aquivos.”

What? The lingua franca magic isn’t perfect.

“Sacrilege!” Supay shouted suddenly. He spat at the vampires, though Dax held him fast. “You dare to defy your god! I will strike down and drink dry—”

Lightning quick, a vampire stepped forward and struck the mad god across the face. With a voice horrifying in its power, he told Supay, “You are not our god! Some of us were the firsts, and we remember our true creator!”

Dax watched in confusion as the vampire sires opened their cloaks and exposed their naked bodies to the moonlight. 

What the hell? That’s a lot more...vampire than I ever hoped to see.

To avoid this eyeful, Dax looked at the dark sky through the ceiling’s circle. Suddenly, however, he realized what the vampires were doing. Tentatively lowering his gaze again, he avoided looking too far south but saw that the vampires’ stomachs were completely smooth, with no navel whatsoever. 

These guys weren’t born, he realized. They were created. They’re even more ancient than I thought.

The vampires lowered their cloaks as one, and the sire who’d struck Supay spoke in the god’s face. “Luna, Goddess of the Moon. She created us because she loved vampire-kind and wanted to nurture us herself—without Hades’s curse on our blood or Isis’s experiments with death and healing. We are the vampires of Luna, never of Supay. If you created any of our kind, our pity is upon them.” He stepped back and glared at the assassi. “You slaughtered our offspring for centuries. Now I trust the Sanctuary will repay you, as Luna would see fit.” 

Supay shook with anger, though he was harmless in the bola’s magical bindings.

A vampire nodded to Dax. “We thank you, capturi.”

With that, the vampires turned in a single movement and returned to the darkness around the cave. Possibly tunnels led from this cave, but Dax did not wish to investigate. 

I’ve had quite enough of this world. 

Dax momentarily let go of Supay and pulled up his coat sleeve. Once his forearm’s summono tattoo was visible, he retrieved a knife from his belt and used the tip to prick the center of the tattoo where its double circles overlapped. The pain was only slight, and a thin line of blood formed where he’d cut.

I hope those vamps don’t smell my blood and get desperate.

Fortunately, the tattoo immediately vibrated on his skin. He quickly grabbed Supay by the bola cords again and waited. A sensation of vertigo-like nausea swept over him, after which his whole body and everything he touched began to glow in a bubbling light so brilliant that it lit up the surrounding rock floor of the cave. Supay also lit up with magic, and he shouted in anger as the light intensified. Dax had to close his eyes.

An instant later, everything dimmed to a more pleasant degree. The smells were familiar. Dax opened his eyes and saw that he now stood in the room underneath the Capiti’s summono chamber. Supay snarled at the metallic ceiling and walls, all of which were covered in barrio spells. Originally, the conjuri had used this room to test summoned alterni, but now the room was exclusively used as the reentry point for capturi bringing assassi to the Sanctuary. 

It’s your turn.

Dax, as he’d done several times, watched his prisoner as Ares’s mortality curse took effect on the god. Supay slowly seemed to realize what was happening, and finally the demented god growled and cried out in rage. With a jolt, he pulled against the bola. Dax let go, and the thrashing assassi fell to the concrete floor. Dax looked down but didn’t bother lifting Supay back to his feet. 

“No! No! You abominations! How dare you! I will tear apart—”

“No,” Dax said with weary calm. “You’re done now.” He turned and left Supay kicking on the floor. “Welcome to the Sanctuary.”

Dax walked to the door and signaled to the camera. The heavy metal door swung open, and Dax stepped into the hall. Nothing had changed in this hall—its polished floor and overhead lighting had always created the feel of a hospital or sterile office building. 

A young cavali guard looked up at Dax. “Any trouble?”

“Not too bad. He’s all yours. Give my bola to the conjuri for a barrio recharge, would you? I’m going to shower before giving my report, otherwise I’d grab it myself.”

“No problem, sir,” said the guard. “I’ll run your bola to the conjuri as soon as I get this assassi locked up.” He stepped into the room to retrieve the screaming god.

Dax noted the ‘sir’ and smirked to himself before walking up the hall.

I’m an old man around here. A lot of these cavali are bright-eyed recruits. They never fought in the war. Most never even saw a demon. They never walked these halls before the new departments changed the whole layout. 

With the war five years in the past, the Capiti building had indeed undergone extensive renovations. The subfloor was still a garage. The top floors were still Order business offices, with the topmost floor holding President Safar’s headquarters and the Paranormal Representatives’ assembly chambers. All fifteen floors below these offices were still apartments for cavali and conjuri who worked at the Capiti. Below that was what Dax called the ‘nerd floor’ with the conjuri library and archives room full of relics. One entire floor now held the summono chamber and all that went along with the Bureau of Alt-World Travel. Then came the level where Dax currently walked the hall—this floor now belonged to the Assassi-Deus Division.

He glanced at a set of metallic double doors before walking past them. Five years ago, these doors had led into Roman’s malevolenci lab, where the crazy old coot had studied the demons for weaknesses. Since then, the enormous lab had been sectioned off for different purposes. First came the assassi prison cells, which were small rooms locked with barrio symbols. Farther on lay the trial courtroom where the magistrati gathered to hear all evidence against an assassi before condemning the now-mortal god. And, at the far end, an execution chamber waited for each and every assassi arrested by capturi. 

Dax reached the elevators, pushed the button, and waited a moment before the doors dinged open. He took off his filthy gloves as he entered, then selected the button for the third floor. This would take him to the familiar training gyms and locker rooms. Cavali still used these spaces, although now they trained more like civilian police than demon-hunting warriors. 

As the elevator descended past the Capiti’s hospital floor, Dax relaxed his head back on the elevator wall and closed his eyes to rest. 

Sometimes it feels like Piper and I don’t belong here anymore. Other times, it’s like we’re the only ones who belong while everyone else doesn’t have a clue.

When the elevator dinged open, Dax stepped out into the hall and walked to the cavali locker room. The smells of gunpowder, sweat, and the leathery scent of cavali uniforms greeted him. He could’ve maneuvered through the room with his eyes closed. As he turned down the row of lockers that led to his own, he unfastened his vest and backpack, then his coat and gun belt. He kicked off his boots at his locker and placed all these things inside. The locker room was empty at this hour, so he had his pick of the showers. Eager to wash off the vampire world’s dirt and grime, he quickly stripped the rest of the way before stepping into a steaming hot shower.

“Ahhh,” he sighed as the water warmed his aching muscles.

He lowered his chin to let water saturate his hanging, dark hair. When he reached up to massage his face, he realized he’d grown a full beard during his time away.

I’ll shave later. I still have to give my report. Then I can head to my apartment, turn off my phone, and sleep. 

He laughed at himself.

Back in the day, it’d be time to go party. I am an old man... Soon to be a married old man.

Dax smiled to himself and turned off the water. Shaking water out of his scraggly hair, he wrapped a towel around his waist. Thusly covered, he walked back to his locker and pulled out the clothes he’d left there before his mission. After dressing in dark jeans, boots, and a T-shirt, he put on the fancy watch his brother had bought in...

Where was Max before he came home last Christmas? Bolivia? Brazil? Brussels? Something with a B.

Wearily, Dax left the locker room and shuffled to the elevators. After hitting the button to return to the Assassi-Deus Division’s floor, he rested his head on the back wall again and nearly fell asleep before the doors dinged open once more. He emerged back into sterile lighting, but he kept his head lowered and walked down the hall mechanically toward the magistrati office.

After each mission, capturi teams reported to the magistrati record keepers. The Master Magistrati was ultimately responsible for performing the termino spell that executed the assassi, but first they tried to do everything by the book. ‘Justice, not vengeance’ was the magistrati motto. As far as Dax was concerned, this meant a lot of unnecessary paperwork. 

Some assassi are more dangerous than others. Some are more insane. Some have done more damage to their alt-worlds. But every single one of them is guilty of hunting alterni for generations. Every single one was a destroyer god. They all deserve execution by termino.

Dax walked by doors that led to the advi, explori, and capturi departments. Finally, he stopped at the door leading to the magistrati office. Once through the door, Dax scanned the cubicles for any magistrati who might still be working at this hour. Twenty cubicles filled the room, each with a light hanging from the ceiling. Whoever had redesigned this section of the Capiti had done their best to make the magistrati office comfortable. However, despite the room’s current function, the concrete walls and lack of windows made it impossible to forget its original purpose—a novice trial chamber, where alterni, conjuri, and cavali had passed their final tests against malevolenci demons. 

With a small grin, Dax noted the burn mark on the ceiling that stubbornly persisted despite several attempts to paint over it. A novice’s spell had gone horribly wrong and created this burn. The story was legendary.

“I can help you over here,” someone called from the right. 

Dax looked over and spotted an elf magistrati sitting behind a cubicle’s desk. Many of the magistrati were elves, since their race excelled at record keeping. This young elf waved Dax over like he’d been expecting him, then turned to his computer and began typing to access the files necessary for Dax’s report. With a yawn, Dax walked over, sat in one of the two chairs facing the desk, and stretched out his legs. He’d been through these motions so many times that he didn’t bother making small talk. Besides, he was exhausted now that he’d freshly showered and was coming down from the adrenaline rush of his mission. The magistrati’s little space heater behind the desk was nice too.

When Piper gets back from vacation, he thought tiredly, I’m going to make her sit through the next interview by herself. She owes me that for sending me on this mission alone. Any capturi team could’ve handled Supay—it didn’t have to be me.

He smirked to himself, wondering what else he could talk Piper into owing him.

Finally, the magistrati was ready. “Dax Hoffman. Solo mission, correct?”

Dax nodded. He hadn’t needed to introduce himself to a magistrati yet.

“You were in this alt-world?” The elf turned the screen to show Dax the alt-world’s symbol.

Dax had been to enough vampire worlds by now to recognize the part of the circular symbol that indicated Luna was the world’s creator. Each world’s symbol was slightly different, depending on the creators involved. As Dax eyed the alt-world symbol on the screen, he saw it matched the one that the summono chamber’s conjuri had used to send him on his mission.

Couldn’t we just number the alt-worlds to make it easier?

“That’s the one,” he said aloud. 

“To capture the assassi-deus Supay?”

“Uh-huh.”

The magistrati clicked something on the screen. “Master Advi Fein met with you to discuss Supay before your departure?”

“Yes.”

“Was anything different about Supay from what the advi learned in their research?”

Dax thought back to his meeting with the Master Advi—these meetings were usually Piper’s responsibility. “No, everything Fein warned me about was accurate. God of the Dead. Shapeshifter. Demanded sacrifices and worship. Supay was a bit more stable than I’d expected, but really he just hid his insanity better than most.”

The magistrati typed in a note. “Were Naois and Balor accurate in their assessment of the world and its people?”

“Yes.” He always felt particularly proud of the explori.

Damn good cavali, that bunch. I’d say they’re even braver than us capturi—the scouts go into the alt-worlds nearly blind, after all. They gather all the info we need to navigate a world. They find clues about possible assassi. Frequently, they have to search for answers while simultaneously hiding from natives who know nothing about—

“Anything else to add?”

Dax frowned in thought. He didn’t exactly want to explain how Supay had shapeshifted into a naked version of his partner. Supay had probably used vampire-like telepathy to see into his thoughts.

That’s how Supay knew I was part werewolf. He must’ve seen something in my mind about Piper too. But I’d better not report that—I doubt Piper would appreciate reading about how an assassi impersonated her in all her glory.

Hiding a smirk, Dax faced the magistrati and realized he’d debated too long to respond with a ‘no.’ Instead, he answered, “Uh... Supay had telepathy like the vamps, probably from drinking their blood for centuries. Oh, and he had a small army of spindlox.”

The magistrati lifted an eyebrow as he made a note. “Were the spindlox stuck in limbo as usual?”

“Yeah.” Dax snorted a laugh and admitted, “Still scared the Lycaon out of me for a second.”

A corner of the elf’s mouth lifted in a grin while he typed. “I’ll leave that last part out.”

“Appreciated.”

The magistrati looked up again. “Anything else about Supay?”

“That’s it.”

The elf read from the screen. “Balor said they spoke with the natives about future options. Did the vampires have any specific wishes?”

Dax nodded. “They didn’t request any further aid, but they want to rebuild their world. They’re open to other vampires visiting, and they’re really hoping some will want to resettle there—that would help replenish their numbers. So, I’d say you magistrati are free to start the usual protocol for listing a world in the Reverso Directory—only safe for vamps, though. I don’t think other races should even visit.” He made a face. “That world’s definitely not one of my favorites.”

“I can imagine.” With a few more keystrokes, the magistrati finished his notes. With a more personable expression, he nodded at the empty chair beside Dax. “You did your partner proud on this one.”

Dax had a thought. “Is she back yet?”

“Sorry, I don’t know. All those records would be with the Bureau upstairs, since she’s on vacation like a normal person.”

Dax chuckled. “Piper’s never a normal person, on or off the clock.”

The magistrati widened his eyes in agreement. Then he smiled at Dax. “I hear congratulations are in order, by the way. You’re a lucky man.”

Indeed I am, thought Dax proudly.

“While your lovely fiancée is away, I guess you’re a lone wolf for a bit.”

Dax laughed and pushed himself out of his chair. “Yeah, well, this lone wolf plans to spend his free time sleeping.”

The magistrati gave him a nod of dismissal. “Have a good night. I’ll send these files for official sign-off. Excellent work, as always.”

Dax bobbed his head in thanks and headed for the exit. Once in the hall, he walked toward the elevators. His eyelids felt as heavy as his boots.

I miss the old days sometimes. How is there so much paperwork now? I guess it was just never my problem when Owen ran things. We did have a lot of meetings... I do not miss the meetings.

Dax reached the elevators and hit the button. The luck of the jinn was with him, and the doors opened immediately to reveal an already waiting lift. For the millionth time, Dax selected the button for his apartment floor and leaned against the back wall.

I’m going to sleep like a pup. 
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The echoes of wolves howling in the dark no longer caused Namenye’s skin to crawl. The battle cries of the Devout riding the beasts, however, made her blood boil. As she rode her giant stag along the dark forest trail, she urged her mount to run faster. The other four knights did the same. Eske of Linden, the knight in the lead, carried a lantern attached to his stag’s saddle, and the warm light cast shadows into the forested mountainside as they rode downhill. 

The Devout cannot be allowed to cross the borderland, thought Namenye with a tense clench of her jaw. We can’t let them get away!

She knew this trail well, and ahead she saw a branching trail that angled toward the edge of the forest. If she could cut off the Devout...

“Syce! Korrin! With me!” 

Without explaining further, she pulled the reins to turn her stag onto the branching trail. She looked over to see Eske’s lantern continue the charge down the main trail, and Lysander of Elm’s stag followed. Namenye looked back to the new trail and gave her stag more rein. She heard pounding hooves behind her and knew Syce and Korrin trusted their stags to find their way through the darkness as well. The less-used trail narrowed, and Namenye squeezed her knees against the saddle as the stag jumped over protruding roots. Ahead, moonlight shone through thinning foliage. 

At last, they broke out of the forest into a field of grass, dirt, and stray shrubs. Namenye turned her stag south, riding now along the forest’s edge toward where the forest’s main trail would also meet the field. Racing in the moonlight with her fellow knights, Namenye looked past her stag’s antlers. Ahead, the field was free of movement—no one had emerged from the forest quite yet.

We still have time, but not much. If they make it by us, we’ll never rescue the child. 

To her right, beyond the field, Namenye saw the barren hills of the borderland. Moonlight shone down on the ghastly landscape, washing everything in a cold, gray hue. A few long-dead trees stood on these hills, casting eerie shadows. Even Namenye’s well-practiced eyes couldn’t see the western horizon from this position, but she knew the ghost woods stood beyond the borderland’s rolling hills. She also knew that the knights could not, would not follow the enemy into those woods. 

Her gaze swung back to the healthy forest as she heard shouts and cries from the Devout. She also heard splashing and knew that the pack had reached the stream crossing the main trail. They were nearing their point of escape from the forest. 

Fortunately, Namenye and her two friends arrived first. Across the field from where the forest trail ended, she pulled the reins to halt her stag, then quickly dismounted and drew her short swords strapped to either armored leg. After dismounting, Syce and Korrin also armed themselves. Together, the three armored knights stood to cut off the path to the open borderland behind them. 

The first giant wolf emerged from the dark forest and ran a few bounds before its Devout rider saw the waiting knights. This first rider wore a helmet crafted from a stag’s skull and antlers, signifying that this was the Devout pack’s commander. This massive man pulled his wolf to a stop, and he shouted to those behind him. Ten more wolves and riders stepped out of the forest’s shadows and stopped beside their commander. The wolves snarled but obeyed their riders and held their position. The Devout looked ahead and behind.

They know we have them pinned. Eske and Lysander can’t be far behind. 

In the open moonlight, it was easier to see the Devout now. Though the others were missing the skull helmet of their commander, all wore large strips of tanned deer hides wrapped around their limbs and bodies—the Devout purposefully chose this attire to infuriate the dryads, who revered the noble creatures. These Devout shared the slate-gray skin of their race, though ritualistic ash smeared their faces. As oreads of the once-glorious western mountains, they were tall and powerfully built, their muscular legs draped on either side of their giant wolves. Their facial features were sharp with pointed noses, prominent brow ridges, and cheekbones that pushed against tight skin. They wore their shale-like, harsh hair short. Their expressions looked desperate to escape and ready for battle.

Syce of Cherry, her light pink hair even more wild than normal because of their ride, whispered up to Namenye, “Do you see the little one?”

Namenye looked harder until she spotted one of the Devout wolves with something draped over its back, wrapped in hides. “There. The wolf on the far right.”

Syce saw where Namenye indicated and kept her gaze focused there. Her gray skin usually shone with an undertone of gold in the sun, but tonight she looked pale. Her cherry red lips pressed together angrily. “They know they’re surrounded. Will they kill the child here?”

“No,” said Korrin of Maple’s deep voice from Namenye’s other side. “They know their goddess wants the sacrifice. They won’t risk her anger by killing the child before...” 

When he didn’t finish, Namenye looked up at her friend and saw that he’d turned his angular face southwest. She followed his gaze and saw for herself what had caused his concern. A short distance into the borderland stood a hill with long-dead trees. Devout carvers had shaped the de-branched trunks into a woman’s curved figure. These idols to the goddess stood like poles on the hillside. At the top of the hill, one tree held a branch tied like a crosspiece. 

Another sacrificial site so near our border? Namenye thought with a chill.

Brandishing her swords, she heard the pounding of stag hooves approaching from the trail. The Devout commander heard this too and gave the order to run for the borderland. With axes raised, the Devout kicked their wolves to charge the trio standing between them and escape. 

Namenye and her two friends charged back at the approaching wolves. The skull-wearing commander aimed his wolf straight for Korrin, and the lanky knight dropped to his knees and swung his longsword as the wolf leapt for him. With a yelp, the wolf collapsed to the ground. This tossed the Devout commander, and Namenye ran forward to attack before he could rise from his knees. One of her swords crunched through the lower part of his helmet, and she brought her other sword around to drive into his neck. His body collapsed to the dirt, and she pulled her swords free. A spear whizzed by Namenye, and she spun to see it strike down another wolf. Syce charged the Devout rider, who’d jumped from the wolf and raised his axe.

“Behind you!”

Namenye turned to see two wolves bearing down on her, and she whipped her swords at them. Before the swords even met their targets, she’d drawn her own spear from the holder on her back, and she threw it at the Devout rider on the left. Both wolves went down as the swords pierced their chests, and the rider she’d speared tumbled over the dirt, snapping the spear as it drove farther into his chest. 

“Here!” Syce yelled. 

Namenye turned as her shorter friend tossed her a sword, and Namenye caught it in the air before turning and taking out the remaining rider. Namenye saw another wolf and crushed rider lying dead a short distance away. Korrin’s armor was splashed with blood almost as red as his hair, but he ran from the beast toward another. Back toward the forest, Eske and Lysander threw spears to take out the last wolves, whose riders had turned back to fight the knights on their flank. The rest of the beasts lay dead around the field, but a few riders still ran on foot toward escape. 

“Syce!” 

Namenye tossed the borrowed sword back to her friend, then hurried to retrieve her own from the wolves she’d killed. One of the charging Devout took a swing that she dodged, and she twisted to slash his long legs with her swords. The Devout went down with a scream, and she moved on to the next, her swords clashing against his axe. She lifted her boot to kick the man in the chest, and Syce finished him with a slash to his abdomen. 

The two women stood together and caught their breath. 

“Where’s the boy?” Syce’s dryad-green eyes were wide with concern. 

Fearful that the abducted child had been killed during the battle, Namenye searched the moonlit field until she saw the hide-wrapped captive lying beside a dead wolf. 

“There!”

She ran, but Syce’s faster strides overtook Namenye to arrive first. The pink-haired mender quickly sheathed her swords before kneeling in the dirt to lift the bundled child onto her lap. The hide fell away from the child’s face, exposing the green skin of a very young boy. His emerald eyes rolled in his head like he was barely conscious. Syce held him in her arms and checked him for injury. Namenye stood guard, watching as the other knights checked each fallen Devout and wolf to be sure they were dead. 

“Cursed twig!” 

Namenye turned to see Lysander, the tallest knight in their conroi, tying the hands of a Devout survivor behind the stout man’s back. Once his prisoner was secured, Lysander shoved the man and marched him over the field to where Korrin stood. Here, Lysander forced the Devout to kneel. The man’s hides had come loose from his body, and a few strips peeled away like molting skin. The Devout’s ash-smeared face contorted with rage as he continued to curse and scream at Lysander, but the golden-bearded knight remained stoic as he stood guard over the prisoner. 

He’s proven himself time and again, thought Namenye as she examined the younger knight. 

Lysander of Elm was the newest member of their conroi, and he appeared the least weary from their long chase and battle. His armor was bloodied, and some of his golden hair had pulled free from the tight knot on the top of his head. Otherwise, he looked unharmed. 

“My goddess will drain life from all of you! You will shrivel in agony! Your trees will brown before this night passes, I swear it!”

Namenye inspected the screaming Devout and now saw a few rings of pewter stuck in his ears. A necklace hung over his hide-wrapped chest. The leather cord of the necklace ran through the end of a carved wooden figure, and a sharp, long, stone knife jutted from the bottom of the small idol.

Priest, Namenye thought in disgust. 

The boy’s soft weeping caused Namenye to turn back, and she saw the boy clinging to Syce’s arms. His eyes darted around the field, unable to focus. Syce, an expert mender, was doing her best to soothe the boy as she cradled him in her arms. Holding him tight, she lifted the child and stood with Namenye. 

“He’s not hurt—just scared, now that he’s coming around. I don’t think he’ll remember much since the Devout dazed him.” Syce scowled, a streak of dirt across her face making her look quite fearsome. “It’s the same as with others we’ve rescued. The aura effects will wear off soon. Fresh air will help.”

Eske hurried toward them. He was using his face shield to wipe blood from his knife-shaved hair, and he threw the cloth to the dirt in disgust. With two more strides, he came to stand beside Namenye. His face tightened with concern as he examined the boy in Syce’s arms. “Is he hurt?”

“No. The poor little sapling is frightened, but he’s suffered no greater harm.” 

Eske’s handsome face relaxed. “Praise Ceres.”

Namenye understood his personal reasons for concern over the boy. Eske of Linden would have felt the loss most, since the child had been abducted from a sacred grove inside Eske’s native forest. They shared the same clan, Linden, which had recently suffered numerous losses. 

Syce and Eske walked away to show the child to the others. Lysander still guarded the Devout priest, and Korrin stood before the kneeling prisoner as well. Both knights looked relieved when they saw the boy in Syce’s arms. 

Namenye sheathed her swords and glared at the Devout bodies littering the moonlit field. Then she glared at the hide-wearing priest who was still shouting insults at Lysander and Korrin. Turning, Namenye again looked at the nearby hill with the sacrificial site. Rage filled her, and she stomped over to Eske’s stag to retrieve their lantern. She must’ve had more blood on her armor than she’d realized, and the stag recoiled as she jostled the lantern’s tall hook on the saddle. 

“Shh,” she soothed the creature. “It’s me. I won’t harm you.” 

The stag flicked its ears in recognition, and she placed a hand on his sweaty neck before reaching to detach the lantern. She gave the stag a reassuring pat before walking across the field. Marching over the dry, packed dirt, she headed for the borderland hill with the sacrificial site. 

The others will wait for me. This is as important as dealing with that priest...

When Namenye reached the first carved trunk meant to honor the goddess, she set down the lantern, took off a glove, and held her acorn-brown hand against the dead tree. She cast out her aura but felt no connection from the tree. No life; no pulse of sap. She’d expected this, but she sighed and lowered her hand. Then, while refitting her glove, Namenye searched the ground until she found a dead, dried branch that had been tossed aside. She stooped to retrieve this branch, then stuck its end into the lantern to light a torch.

There’s no harm, she thought sadly. This tree has been dead longer than mine has been alive. There’s no dishonor in making a torch of it. This was never a sacred grove, so these were only ordinary trees. Still, they shouldn’t suffer the disrespect of being used as idols.

With her torch lit, Namenye left the lantern on the ground to retrieve later. Quickly, she knelt in the dirt and said a quick prayer for the desecrated trees.

Rest in peace. I’ll release you from this disgrace. 

Namenye stood and held her torch to the first carved trunk. The dried wood caught fire almost immediately, and soon flames engulfed the whole idol. Namenye moved on to the next carved trunk, lighting this one as well.

“No! No! This is blasphemy!” the priest screamed.

Namenye ignored the man and walked to ignite every idol around the sacrificial site. The flames grew hot around the hillside, and sweat slid under her armor. Plumes of smoke rose into the night sky. When finished, Namenye tossed the remains of the torch at the foot of the trunk with the crosspiece. It ignited as well, and Namenye glared past the flaming trunk, looking as far west as she could see over the rolling hills. She imagined the goddess glaring back at her. 

Someone is watching me, she thought with a shiver. I can feel it. Is the legend true?

Uncertain if the others would believe her suspicions, she tried to ignore the feeling and told herself she was just being paranoid. Turning her back on the burning idols, she marched to retrieve the lantern before rejoining the other knights and their prisoner. 

The ash-faced Devout spit in Namenye’s direction. “You foul, insolent, faithless bitch! You will pay for defiling the goddess’s holy image!” He cast out a sickly, gray aura. “She will rain down ash and blood on your—”

Lysander lifted his sword in haste and sliced off the priest’s head with one powerful blow. The head dropped to the ground, and the body followed. The priest’s poisoned aura faded before causing any damage.

Eske nodded at Lysander. “It is done.”

“It is done,” the rest of the knights echoed. 

The Clan Fathers had recently agreed to execute any and all Devout priests found with invading packs. These truly devout monsters never, ever turned against their goddess. Vows of surrender meant nothing to them. If left alive, priests always escaped to rejoin the Devout, and they often murdered more innocents during their escape. And so, priests were now invariably beheaded by knights who found them. 

“Come,” said Syce. She still held the boy, who thankfully was sleeping peacefully in her arms and had missed the execution. “We need to return this little sapling to his grove.”

The knights walked to their waiting stags. Eske mounted first, and Syce lifted the bundled child up to him so that Eske could carry the boy while he rode. The native knight of Linden wrapped one arm around the boy on his lap and used his other hand to hold the reins of his stag. Once Eske was ready, Namenye took the lantern and reattached it to the hook on his saddle. 

Eske left her to the task and looked down at the boy. In a low voice, he said softly, “Let’s get you back to your tree, little one. Tomorrow, I’m sure your mother will let you feast on all the honey you can eat.” 

It’s no wonder women swoon over Eske, thought Namenye with a small smile.

She finished with the lantern and walked to her stamping, eager stag. Before mounting, Namenye looked at the flaming idols she’d set ablaze. Smoke stretched to the dark sky from these pillars of fire, and the firelight cast a warm glow on the barren landscape. Nearer, scattered around the open field, the dead wolves cast grotesque shadows over the grasses. The Devout bodies lay like pitiful, dark lumps where they would slowly return to the soil from which they’d come. 

Those oreads are free of the goddess now. Perhaps in the afterlife they’ll receive forgiveness. There are Devout who’ve renounced the goddess. We’ve forgiven them. They’re not all evil—not like those priests. Obsidian and those loyal to him still honor the Mountain Lords’ truce, even after the goddess destroyed their homeland for disobeying. Obsidian and his refugees have proven they deserve our forgiveness. They’re our allies. Our friends... But what of these here? Perhaps, in the afterlife, even those who remain traitors until death might be granted forgiveness.

She glared at the flaming idols one last time.

At least the spirits of those trees are free. May we all find such peace. 

But this war was far from over. In her heart, Namenye knew there’d be no peace until the goddess was somehow, someway cast down.
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The fairy home world’s air was made for flying. As Piper stretched her wings wide to coast on an updraft, she peered over the land of her ancestors and breathed a sigh of contentment. This world was paradise. Lush jungle forests spread as far as the eye could see in every direction. The jungle floor was only visible where fairies had cleared the trees for crops. All was wild. Understandably, when these native fairies had first heard about houses, skyscrapers, and buildings in general, they’d found the whole idea very odd. Here, all homes and gathering places were constructed inside the giant tree trunks and sprawling limbs of trees more ancient than some worlds. Roads? Also a foreign concept to this world of flyers. 

Piper lost the breeze and had to return to flitting her wings as she flew over the jungle. The air smelled green, fertile, and clean. The sky overhead was a darkening blue above wispy, pink clouds, and a sunset tinted the western horizon with a richer, juicy orange shade. Everywhere, the sunlight refracted in ways Piper had never seen. It was like being inside a bubble, with swirls of rainbow colors stretching across the sky from horizon to horizon. 

Looking to the north, Piper remembered Nica, queen of the mountains beyond this jungle. When Piper had first come to this world—during the earliest days of the Assassi-Deus Division—she’d ventured north and met the fairies of Nica’s lands. The natives had been shocked, to say the least, to hear all she’d told them. 

Nica is such a badass warrior, thought Piper. She was so interested to hear about the Sanctuary’s war. It is a remarkable history, and this world’s fairies played a part in it, whether they knew it or not. Actually, these fairies knew more than most alt-worlders. For centuries, they’ve remembered the time when conjuri used their magic to summon fairies to the Sanctuary. They remember that story because so many returned to this world while only a small number chose to stay in the Sanctuary. Most alt-worlders don’t remember the days when the conjuri summoned paranormals to populate the Sanctuary. But these fairies remember. It’s not just a little-known legend here. And for centuries, these fairies have wondered what became of their sisters in the Sanctuary. Nica was so excited to hear that those fairies were my ancestors.

Piper swirled in the air currents and pushed lower.

Warrior that she is, Nica was even more excited to hear about the fairy alterni. Many fairies from this world were summoned to aid the Sanctuary’s kings over the centuries. Many stayed and fought for us. For those here who missed them, their disappearances were a great mystery. Many fairies were right to speculate they’d been taken to the Sanctuary, but no one ever knew why. I’m glad I could finally explain that they were summoned to fight for us all... I’m always glad we can finally reveal the truth about the alterni to these alt-worlds. The alterni were heroes; their worlds should know that.

Below her now, Piper saw the glowing lamps of the jungle city where she was staying while on this vacation. 

This world is such a gift. I’m so glad these queens welcomed back my Sanctuary sisters. And now, the queens are eager to learn about other alt-worlds. They want to explore, meet new allies, be a part of our larger reality... This is what the Sanctuary is all about.

Flying over the majestic trees, Piper spotted the most ancient tree in the heart of the city.

I’m not only on vacation. These queens have questions for me—probably lots of questions. Time to be a diplomat. 

She flew lower, now below the canopy of leaves and branches. 

These leaves are bigger than me, she thought as she marveled at the foliage. Everything about this world was completely tailored to the needs and desires of fairies. These natives still worship and praise Aurora for creating such a home. I certainly can see why.

Piper frowned, remembering other gods.

I was so worried when I came here that I’d find out Isis was one of our creators too. But, while Isis had a hand in creating other fairy worlds, she never touched this one. She was not my creator. That’s a relief. Treacherous bitch...

She pushed away thoughts of the destroyer gods for now. She was here to rest, relax, refresh, and meet with the queens. All of her other work could wait. 

Landing on a bridge-sized tree limb, Piper lowered her wings against her back as she walked barefoot over the smooth wood. The fairies had long ago carved beautiful, swirling designs into the railing-like ridges along the walkway. Over these low railings, Piper could see below into the jungle, where brilliant flowers blossomed on the jungle floor. She also saw fairies tending to flowers in the garden section of the jungle below. A few of these fairies were immigrants from the Sanctuary—she’d met with them earlier to see how they were faring. These fairies now worked in the flower gardens below, harvesting pollens they hadn’t even known existed back in the botanical gardens of the Sanctuary. 

They were so excited to show me the local pollens, she remembered with a smile as she watched the fairies below. It was kind of them to gift me with samples. I can’t wait to try them out!

Farther out over the jungle city, Piper saw other fairies flying between the trees. Some landed on branches and entered doors carved into the tree trunks. Others walked along tree limbs before flying off in different directions. A few flew from tree to tree, lighting beautiful lamps that illuminated the city as evening’s growing darkness thickened below the jungle canopy. Every native fairy Piper saw was graceful and athletic. All wore their hair tied back as they worked. Most were barefoot and wore simple dresses sewn from native fibers. 

“Did you enjoy exploring today?” a lovely voice called from ahead. 

Piper turned to face where the ancient tree’s limb connected with its trunk. She smiled at the fairy who waited there. “Yes, thank you, Toria.”

This lovely, dark-haired native was queen of the jungle lands. Her toned, tall figure was impressive. Most Sanctuary fairies idolized a petite frame, but fairies of this natural world knew the importance of strength and endurance. Queen Toria wore only her wings, which draped over her shoulders and wrapped around her body like a formfitting, translucent dress. Fairies had modeled this traditional style for centuries, even in the Sanctuary. Toria wore her wings well, and she stood in a pose, clearly intending to show off. 

I never look that good in my wings, thought Piper as she adjusted her simple, backless dress. Am I dressed okay for dinner? I suppose it would be more respectful to go traditional for my meeting with the queens, but...

Standing before Toria, Piper made a polite curtsey. “Your lands are stunning. I saw the waterfalls to the south that you mentioned. Beautiful. I’ve never seen fish fly up a waterfall before. And the crystal riverbanks were gorgeous.” 

“I’m so glad you like it here,” said Toria. A playful twinkle in her bright blue eyes suggested trouble. “Maybe next time you visit, you’d like some company during your travels. I’d be happy to show you everything our world has to offer.”

Piper smiled awkwardly and looked behind Toria at the trunk’s waiting doorway. 

Fairies will be fairies, even here. Flirts all around. Toria’s not as bad as the northern fairies, at least. Why even bother making fur dresses if you’re going to cut them so short that they show everything Aurora gave you anyway?

“If you’re ready,” said Toria, “our royal sisters are already gathering in the dining room.” She turned to lead Piper into the grand tree. “Have you had our papaya yet? I hear the Sanctuary’s fruits pale in comparison.”

Piper smiled to herself. The native fairies were always quick to be proud of their home. They certainly deserved to be, and they weren’t usually too pretentious when pointing out the Sanctuary’s shortcomings. 

It is amazing here, thought Piper as she followed Toria into the lamp-lit tree. Many of my sisters who’ve relocated say they feel completely at home. It’s like instinct—we were made to live like this. The idea of moving here is appealing... But it’s not for me. In so many ways, this life is not for me.

The ancient tree they entered was even more enormous than other trees Piper had visited. The first time she’d entered a fairy tree, she’d expected stairs to lead from level to level, but of course an entirely fairy world had no need of stairs. Instead, their ancestors had carved hollow, vertical shafts from the treetops above to the bases on the jungle floor. By flying up or down these shafts, fairies could access carved rooms inside the trunk. 

“This way,” said Toria. 

A short hall inside the tree led to the shaft entrance at this level. Piper saw elegant, metal lamps attached to the shaft walls, and the blue light radiating from the lamps was undoubtedly the work of a potion. 

It’s kind of like my igniter potion, thought Piper curiously. Except, this isn’t fire at all. It’s just a radiating light in those lamps. It certainly burns clean. I wonder what pollen or oil—

“Follow me.” Toria looked over her shoulder with a grin before unwrapping her wings from her body, and the naked queen flitted her wings to lift off the wooden floor. She flew over the shaft and began the descent into the tree.

Piper lifted her wings and also flew into the shaft, following the native below her. Because the shaft was wide enough for several fairies to fit inside—even with wings wide open—Piper caught up with Toria and flew beside the queen. They descended a few levels before Toria pointed to an approaching opening.

“Here’s our stop—my royal dining room. The other queens should be waiting inside.” 

Piper nodded her understanding and followed Toria through the opening, out of the shaft. Their bare feet touched down on a smooth wooden floor. More blue lamps lit the open, cave-like room, but the far wall also held a carved-out window. Evening light and a jungle breeze entered through this window, and Piper took a deep breath of the fresh air. She looked to the center of the room and saw a long, wooden table surrounded by stools. Intricate, ancient fairy designs covered the legs of the table and stems of the stools. Golden candlesticks and crystal dining settings decorated the table’s surface. 

Most notably, three fairy queens sat along the far side of the table, their wings lying at rest against their backs while they chatted. Two wore lovely dresses made from flower petals native to their respective lands. One—Nica, the queen of the northern mountains whom Piper had met before—wore a dress made from the soft leather skins of predators that lurked in the northern mountains. Each queen wore their hair long and free, and their lips were colored by berries from their realms. 

I’m definitely underdressed. Funny, though, that they’re not all wearing their wings in the traditional style. Those flower petal dresses look like something from back home. Are my Sanctuary sisters already putting their stamp on fashion here? Good for them. Nothing wrong with enjoying fashion...as long as you’re not solely obsessed with your looks. Hopefully the fairy queens can shake that out of my sisters.

With a small smile of amusement, Piper quickly tried to tame her asymmetric, wavy bob, which was completely windblown around her face. Her hairstyle was practical for life as a capturi. However, she momentarily missed the long locks she’d donned years ago, back when she’d more regularly needed to look elegant. She did not miss being a bleached blonde, however, and these days she opted to avoid certain stereotypes by leaving her hair its natural strawberry-blond shade. 

I don’t fit in with the fairies at home, and these exotic beauties...

Perhaps sensing Piper’s nervousness, Toria gently placed a hand on her back to usher her forward, and they chose seats facing the three queens. Again thankful that the fairy world was customized to their needs, Piper rested her wings against her back and relaxed on the backless stool.

“Greetings, sisters,” said Toria. She motioned to Piper. “This is Piper, whom I know we’re all excited to have join us this evening.” 

The oldest queen smiled. “I’m so glad to meet you, Piper.” She brushed gray-brown hair aside and held a hand over her heart. “I’m Laurel, queen of the western marshes.”

“Lovely to meet you.” 

Nica, the white-blond queen of the north, waved to Piper. “Nice to see you again.”

“You too.”

“And I’m Freeyi,” said the third, youngest queen. She was a tiny little thing with big brown eyes and curly brown hair. 

Toria clapped, and Piper looked over as fairy attendants flew in from the shaft. They carried trays heaped with fruits, vegetables, breads, and cheeses
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